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THE BEAUTIFUL FOREVER WALL
Megan Lindsey
Titles of books can hold much meaning and importance, and are often
overlooked. Katherine Boo’s story Behind the Beautiful Forevers showcases a
haunting irony as it follows the lives of many people in the slums of Annwadi,
outside of the city of Mumbai. There is corruption, anger, and unfairness
surrounding them. After the horrific death of Fatima, payoffs from the police,
corrupted government officials, and unfair advantages all ensue as the
Annawadians attempt to reach the ultimate goal of success in Mumbai. The
Beautiful Forever wall is the chasm that divides the rich from the poor, the
successful from the struggling, and even the Annawadians from each other.
This divide perpetuates the idea that certain people are less valuable than
others.
The Beautiful Forever wall is a symbol in this book that taunts the
characters. The wall itself is what separates the Annawadi slum from the
Mumbai airport that is catered to the wealthy. This wall is lined in
advertisements for luxurious floor tiles that will supposedly last a lifetime.
The irony is that the people living in the slum have no kitchens to floor, nor
food to eat. Their homes are filthy and they rarely have clean water. The
people living there are, as they appear to the high class, “shoeless, unclean,
and pathetic” (Boo 36). Sunil, a scavenger boy like the main character Abdul,
reflects in his private thoughts: “But nothing soothed his apprehension that
the hunger was stunting his growth” (Boo 35). The Annawadians cannot
obtain frivolous floor tiles if they cannot even provide meals or fresh drinking
water everyday.
Mirchi sums it up well when he says, “Everything around us is roses,
and we’re the shit in between” (Boo xii). This quote sums up the wealth gap
in India that contributes to the irony of the Beautiful Forever Wall. There is a
great divide between the poor and rich, and there is virtually no way for those
who are impoverished to reach a new status. In this new modernizing age,
though, these poor people could see a new horizon of advancements and fair
societal competition. The problem is that there is simply no way to reach it.
Boo illustrates this when discussing Meena’s tragic fate of suicide: “This new
India of feisty, convention-defying women wasn’t a place Meena knew how to
get to” (Boo 182). She saw what she could have, but she knew that the gap
was too wide to bridge. It can be assumed that Boo chose to include this wall
as a symbol to constantly remind the characters of what they could have, but
they will never be able to obtain.
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This reality is one of the not-so ancient relics of the unfair Caste
System which strictly prohibited people from moving classes. Those that were
born impoverished and suffering would stay that way. There was no way to
bridge the gap. Untouchables remained the outcasts and the lepers of society.
Though the system was outlawed in 1950, it still remains in principle to this
day. People are discriminated against based on their status and treated as the
untouchable class or the unworthy caste. Those that have riches and power
must have earned it in a way, so there must be no one that can work their way
up. As a reader, it becomes important to remember that these characters are
real people who have had these real experiences happen in recent years. Even
over the course of sixty years, people are still dealing with the lasting
consequences of this system.
Some of the characters become walls of their own throughout the
course of the book. Fatima is the Husain family’s disabled and argumentative
neighbor. With only one leg, the woman’s life was instantly made more
difficult. Due to this, Fatima has much anger in her heart. In this fit of rage,
she pours kerosene on herself and lights herself on fire. When she does this,
she puts up a wall for the Husains. After her husband, friends, and herself lie
to the police about what truly happened, she makes it so that the Husains will
never be able to go back to the way that things were. With Karam,
Kehkashan, and Abdul in and out of jail and their family business going
under, this family lost their hope of a successful future someday. Fatima’s
burning was a way for her “to be treated as a mattering person” (Boo 99).
While trying to cross her own wall, she was the wall that separated the Husain
family’s goals from their reality, making it impossible to ever cross the wall.
Manju also becomes a wall to Annawadi children. After her years of
teaching poor children from the slum at her mother’s kindergarten, she
eventually stops it in pursuit of something more. The only thing Manju,
Asha’s daughter, knew that she wanted was that she did not want to become
like her mother, but that is exactly what happened. The little bit of control she
had with her mother’s new job and her gift of a used computer, Manju
became someone new. She helped her mother lie to the government for
running these government-funded schools. Her school helped these children,
even if in the most miniscule ways, to escape their family and receive
something that resembles an education. However, Manju’s greed and her
resignation to Asha’s lifestyles widens the gap of the uncrossable wall. While
trying to cross the wall herself, Manju’s choices prevent these children from
having a way to access a safer and better lifestyle on the other side of the wall.
The society of the country of India and its lifestyles both clearly
contribute to the fact that society is the wall that stands between the
Annawadians and a real, hopeful, future. If the people were born poor and

93

are underprivileged, they should remain that way. Boo states in the novel, “As
every slum dweller knew, there were three main ways out of poverty: finding
an entrepreneurial niche...politics and corruption...and education” (Boo 62). It
was often difficult to find a niche that someone else had not claimed. Political
corruption was hard to succeed in as well, not to mention the morally wrong
work. It was nearly impossible to have both quality and quantity in education,
especially for women. In all three instances, the system stands united against
these people who simply want better futures.
Readers could also interpret the name of the title in a different
manner. Behind the Beautiful Forevers could also be interpreted in another way; It
symbolizes the real stories behind real people. The stories contained within
the pages of this book are the realities of not only these Annawadians, but
millions of other slum dwellers like them. Success is relative and can be
defined in many ways. To these characters, however, their successes, however
miniscule they may be, could be a beautiful reality. This book provides insight
into the lives of underserved people. They are the stories behind these
people’s beautiful forever.
The theme of the Beautiful Forever wall symbolizes divides in class
and stature. Not only is society a wall to the Annawadians, but people
become walls to their neighbor. People fighting to survive makes things much
more complicated than is left to be assumed. Throughout the course of this
class, the main topic has been the chasms that divide and the things that bring
us together. In this book, Boo elaborates on what it means to be rich and
poor and how oppression can cause people to do unspeakable things.
Outsiders may look down on Fatima for burning herself to death, but the
context allows readers to understand the motivation behind her burning.
Every character does what they believe to be necessary in order to cross the
uncrossable wall.
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